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About the Book

Did you know that an assassin is a hashish-eater and a yokel a country woodpecker?

That Dr Mesmer mesmerised patients back to health or that Samuel Pepys enjoyed a good game of handicap?

While we’re at it, what have spondulics to do with spines or lawyers with avocados?

In It’s a Wonderful Word, bestselling author Albert Jack collects over 500 of the strangest, funniest-sounding and most downright delightful words in the English language, and traces them back to their often puzzling origins. While brushing up on your gibberish or gobbledygook, discover why bastards should resent travelling salesmen, why sheets should remain on tenterhooks and why you should never set down a tumbler before finishing your drink.


From blotto to bamboozle and from claptrap to quango, Albert Jack’s addictive anecdotes bring the world’s most colourful language to life and are guaranteed to surprise and entertain.


About the Author

Albert Jack is a writer and historian. His first book, Red Herrings and White Elephants, explored the origins of well-known phrases; an international bestseller, it was serialised by the Sunday Times for over a year. He followed up this success with a series of bestsellers including Shaggy Dogs and Black Sheep and Pop Goes the Weasel, a book exploring the dark histories and little-known meanings behind nursery rhymes.

Fascinated by discovering the truth behind the world’s great stories, Albert has become an expert in explaining the unexplained. He is now a veteran of hundreds of live television shows and thousands of radio appearances worldwide. He divides his time between Guildford and Cape Town.
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This book is dedicated to Evelyn Makasi and to the futures of all the children at the Abaphumeleli Home of Safety in the heart of the Khayelitsha Township in South Africa.
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INTRODUCTION

‘A SPECIAL KIND of beauty exists which is born in language, of language, and for language’ – Gaston Bachelard

‘The finest language is mostly made up of simple unimposing words’ – George Eliot

The English language is perhaps the richest and most expressive in the world. One of the reasons for this is that we have so many weird and wonderful ways of describing exactly the same thing: we can be as colourful or as plain with our language as we choose.

This is what has brought me to It’s a Wonderful Word. On the face of it the history of the English language is, at best, rather dull. Over the centuries words inspired by invaders or enemies or trading partners have attached themselves to the nebulous thing known as the English language, but that really is pretty much it. It is certainly not easy to write an entertaining book on the subject – or so I thought. When I looked a little closer – and in a slightly different way from that of etymologists and scholars with minds far greater than mine – I discovered all sorts of fascinating tales.

Because, alongside the usual Latin-based words we picked up from the Romans and the words nicked from the Celts and Picts and other ancient Europeans, the English language has drawn its inspiration from some exceedingly odd places: clowns, facial hair, items of furniture, famous elephants … you name it. So in these pages I hope to PANDER to your curiosity thanks to a historical pimp, MESMERISE you thanks to hypnotist Dr Franz Mesmer, and leave you GOOGLY-EYED with amazement thanks to an American cartoon strip.

And then there are the words that look and sound as if someone just plucked them out of thin air: SKULDUGGERY, CODSWALLOP, JIGGERY-POKERY, CLAPTRAP. But rest assured these words are not mere GOBBLEDYGOOK: there’s a cracking story behind each one.

As my research progressed I found myself ever more fascinated by English-speaking people and our shared English-speaking history. There is so much about our cultures that can be learned through the strange journeys our words have made: how the medieval SHERIFF ended up in the Wild West; how an African snake-god inspired Hollywood’s ZOMBIES; how an English queen was defeated by Irish BLARNEY and a Scottish queen by Portuguese MARMALADE; and how words from POMMY to BARRACKING have got lost in translation en route to Australia.

Some distinct themes emerged as I delved into the backgrounds of our favourite words. Amid the genteel romance of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries I found out what playing GOOSEBERRY has to do with gooseberries and what CANOODLING has to do with canoes. As I approached the twentieth century I came across an increasing number of words to describe drunkenness, from ADDLED and SOZZLED to BLOTTO and BEFUDDLED, via MULLERED, PIE-EYED and BINGEING.

But by far the most popular and most wonderful of English words come from the noble art of insulting people. Whether you call someone an IGNORAMUS, a NINCOMPOOP, a PIPSQUEAK, a BUMPKIN, a JACKANAPES, a SCALLYWAG or a PIKEY, you are keeping alive a word that has travelled across borders and through centuries to get here, and surely nobody could take offence at that.

I hope you enjoy exploring this ode to the English language as much as I have enjoyed writing it. It turns out etymology is one of the most exciting –ologies out there.

Albert Jack

Guildford, 2011


NAMES AND PLACES

TECHNICALLY, THE FIRST person ever to mesmerise anyone – that is, to leave someone spellbound at what they have seen or heard – was Dr Franz Anton Mesmer (1734–1815), a leading Austrian physician who ruffled a few feathers in the medical establishment by using hypnotism as a way of treating illness. It was his belief that ill health was caused by obstructions in the harmonious ebb and flow of magnetic fluid circulating the body, and his treatment involved putting the patient into a trance-like state and then passing a magnet over the skin in order to free the blockage. This not only marked the birth of hypnotism but also paved the way for attempts at paranormal communication, which soon attracted its own devotees.

That said, the medical profession remained sceptical about Mesmer’s unconventional beliefs, and it took the dedication of his later followers for them to be accorded their own special term: mesmerism. The word was current by 1829 and the associated ‘mesmerised’ was used to describe anybody in a trance-like state, chemically assisted or otherwise. In 1841, Scottish surgeon James Braid (1795–1860) used the principles of mesmerism for a series of lectures on the subject of hypnotherapy that eventually established his own reputation as the father of modern hypnosis.

Maverick, a word famously beloved of Sarah Palin, is generally used to describe an innovative, independent-minded individual. Perhaps ironically, all of these supposedly independent-minded individuals are aping the characteristics of a single historical figure, Samuel A. Maverick (1803–70). Maverick was a Texas cattle rancher who caused a bit of a stir by leaving his cattle unbranded, something no other rancher had dared to do, for fear of rustlers. Unusually for a man of his period and occupation, Maverick had realised that branding animals was exceptionally cruel, but he had also realised that leaving them unbranded meant he could claim any unbranded animal as his own: the more conventional ranchers would have to agree that they must be his. Maverick became so well known that, by the time of his death, his name was being used to describe politicians who refused to affiliate themselves with a particular cause, and the expression has widened in its application ever since. (See also GOBBLEDYGOOK.)

A silhouette is a shadow profile, usually of a person, cut out of black paper and depicting only the outline of the sitter’s head. The popularity of silhouettes grew during the eighteenth century, particularly in France, as an inexpensive form of portrait for those who could not afford anything more lavish. Basically, they were the poor man’s painting.

Silhouettes are named after one Etienne de Silhouette (1709–67), a French politician during the reign of Louis XV. In March 1759, Silhouette was given the position of Controller-General, with special responsibility for strengthening the nation’s finances during the Seven Years’ War (1756–63) with Britain and other nations. To this end, he introduced a method of taxing the rich, although he was careful not to include either the nobility or the church, all of which made him incredibly unpopular in most quarters of French society. His blatant favouritism of the king’s court helped fuel the popular outrage that ultimately led to the Storming of the Bastille in July 1789 and the subsequent French Revolution (1789–99), in which Louis XVI and thousands of his supporters from the privileged classes were executed (see GUILLOTINE). Meanwhile, his austere tax reforms earned him a lasting association with all things cheap, with the term à la Silhouette being applied to them, including the inexpensive cut-out portraits that were all the rage at the time.

None of us like to feel we have been cheated or diddled out of something that belongs to us, do we? Although the word looks as if it might have evolved from two others that mean much the same – ‘do’ and FIDDLE – it does in fact come from the name of a person, the notorious but fictional conman Jeremy Diddler. Diddler was the creation of James Kenney (1780–1849), a prolific playwright who produced more than forty stage dramas and operas. It was his first play, a farce called Raising the Wind (1803), that introduced the character to the public. Diddler’s preferred way of ‘raising the wind’ – an expression for getting hold of cash in any way possible – was to continually borrow small sums without ever paying anybody back, better known nowadays as sponging. The play and the character were so popular that ‘diddle’, based on the character’s name, passed into standard English as a way of describing the type of swindling he was associated with. (See also ROOKIE.)

Gypsies used to have a rather romantic reputation as nomads from far, far away, who were just passing through on their way to exciting new lands. They must have made quite an impression when they turned up in the remote villages of England during the sixteenth century. But although they travelled stealthily, they would not have been able to get much further than Wales, which must have rather ruined their mystique. By contrast, the image of the modern-day Gypsy is rather less idealised – no thanks to various instructive reality TV shows – and more likely to be associated with scrap-metal yards, pub brawls and house breaking.

Gypsies were originally so named, back in the sixteenth century, because it was assumed that they had travelled from Egypt. Many had indeed come to Europe via Egypt, although they had originally set off from Southeast Asia. Their ‘open road’ lifestyle was for a long time envied by many. The nineteenth-century travel writer George Borrow, for instance, wrote in his introduction to The Zincali; or, An Account of the Gypsies of Spain (1841): ‘Throughout my life the Gypsy race has always had a peculiar interest for me. Indeed I can remember no period when the mere mention of the name of Gypsy did not awaken within me feelings hard to be described.’ A sentiment that I imagine is shared today among members of the British farming community, although I expect the feelings awakened within them are somewhat different and perhaps best not described.

George Borrow also introduced the term Romany, to denote European Gypsies, in his semi-autobiographical novel The Romany Rye of 1857. The book dealt with his time travelling with the Romany people, who had been migrating across Europe since the eleventh century. Due to their itinerant lifestyle, they weren’t always welcomed but regarded with suspicion, often accused of thieving. In 1530, Henry VIII signed the Egyptians Act into law, which gave the Gypsies sixteen days to leave the country, during which they were to restore any stolen goods to their rightful owners. His daughter Queen Mary (the one NICKNAMED Bloody Mary because of all the Protestants she had burned at the stake) amended the act in 1554, adding even stricter punishments for anyone pursuing a Gypsy lifestyle but allowing any Gypsy ‘that shall honestly exercise himself in some lawful Work or Occupation’ to stay. The following decade, another law allowed those born in England to stay put, too. Thanks to these loopholes, the Gypsies found it slightly easier to evade deportation and began to settle in the country.

In France the Gypsy travellers were called bohémiens, because they were thought – incorrectly – to have come from the Kingdom of Bohemia in what is now the Czech Republic. The word bohemian subsequently entered the English language as a way of describing anyone artistic and unconventional, as William Makepeace Thackeray depicts his heroine in Vanity Fair (1848): ‘[Becky Sharp] was of a wild, roving nature, inherited from father and mother, who were both Bohemians, by taste and circumstance.’ (See also PIKEY, POSH.)

To be in limbo is to be caught between two extremes, usually metaphorical, although in Christian theology Limbo is a place on the borders of Hell, home to the souls of unbaptised infants and upstanding adults who had died before the resurrection of Christ and hence before he could open the gates of Heaven to let them in. The word comes from the Latin limbus, ‘edge’ or ‘border’.

Medieval theologians defined Limbo as two of the four distinct parts of the underworld. The first two, the Hell of the Damned and Purgatory, were reserved for the wicked and the evil. In the Hell of the Damned, souls would be punished for ever. Purgatory was slightly less severe: the souls of the wicked and evil who had repented during their lifetime would go there to be punished, but only for a while. On the edges of Hell were the other two, the Limbo of the Fathers and the Limbo of the Infants. The first was reserved for the good souls who were waiting for the gates of Heaven to open, while the second was reserved for infants who had not been baptised or who were too young to be responsible for any wicked actions.

Neither kind of Limbo has anything to do with the Caribbean art of limbo dancing – in which the dancer bends backwards to pass under a pole that is progressively lowered – that came to public attention during the West Indian migration to Britain in the 1950s. The word is related to the word ‘limber’, as in ‘supple’, said to derive from a dialect word of the sixteenth century for a cart shaft, perhaps in allusion to its to-and-fro movement when pulled by a horse. Limbo dances are based on the types of dance that were traditionally performed at funerals among African communities, to symbolise the triumph of life over death – as represented by the bent-over dancer emerging victoriously from beneath the lowered pole.


[image: images]


To be doing something all on your tod means you are completely alone with no help or assistance from anybody else. Its background is COCKNEY rhyming slang based on the story of a man who began his life alone and ended it in much the same way.

James Forman ‘Tod’ Sloan was born in 1874 in Indiana. His mother died when he was only five years old and his father soon sent him to live with another family. A solitary child, Tod took on work at the nearby oil fields but soon found employment at a stable in St Louis, where he lived among the horses. By the time he was eleven, he had moved to Kansas City and was working as a stable lad for a racehorse trainer. This was the turning point in young Tod’s life: within ten years, he had become a jockey and was riding in races on the East Coast, where he dominated the scene by showcasing his famous ‘monkey man’ crouching style, since used by most professional jockeys. Thanks to his incredible success – he won nearly half of all the races he entered – he was brought to England in 1901 and installed as the Prince of Wales’ senior jockey. The loner from Indiana was now surrounded by the rich, the famous, the great and the good, travelling everywhere with his own personal valet.

But the good times were not to last. Despite or perhaps because of his spectacular success, the grandees of the British Jockey Club resented the young American and his larger-than-life personality, and they persuaded the prince not to renew Sloan’s racing contract. His licence was revoked for unspecified reasons, although the rumour was that he had illegally been betting on races he was competing in. Sloan was all but ostracised by the racing communities on both sides of the Atlantic, and, although he managed to use some of his wealth to convert a small bistro in Paris into what is now Harry’s New York Bar, financial problems forced him back to America, where he lived out the remainder of his life alone and in debt, dying of cirrhosis of the liver in 1933.

But his fame was secured and the mark he made on the racing scene has never really diminished. George M. Cohan’s endearing song ‘The Yankee Doodle Boy’ was based on Tod Sloan’s sad life in England. Londoners subsequently awarded the jockey the highest accolade imaginable: a place in the lexicon of Cockney rhyming slang. To be all on your tod is to be ‘alone like Tod Sloan’. Even his autobiography, published in 1915, was poignantly entitled Tod Sloan by Himself.

It was the French Revolution that made a certain Dr Joseph-Ignace Guillotin (1738–1814) world famous, although ironically he did not invent the machine that caused nearly 40,000 French heads to roll. Originally known as a louisette after the name of its creator, the guillotine was actually invented by a military surgeon called Antoine Louis; Guillotin himself was publicly opposed to capital punishment.

In 1784, when Franz Mesmer (see MESMERISED) published his theory of animal magnetism, the French public were so offended by his conclusions that Louis XVI established a commission to investigate the matter, which included Dr Guillotin, by then an eminent physician. In 1789, following publication the previous year of his pamphlet Petition of the Citizens Living in Paris, Guillotin was appointed one of the ten Paris Deputies of the Assemblée Constituante. During a debate on capital punishment, he proposed that ‘the criminal should be decapitated and solely by means of a simple mechanism, a machine that beheads painlessly’. It was Guillotin’s belief that, if an execution had to be carried out, it should at least be pain-free. His initiative led to proposals for a new ‘death machine’, and the development of the louisette, later renamed the ‘guillotine’.

There is a common misconception that Guillotin was himself eventually executed by the machine that bore his name, but, although he was arrested and imprisoned for a short time, he was released in 1794. The Dr J. M.V. Guillotin who was dispatched at Lyon during the early 1790s was a different person altogether. Our Dr Guillotin retired from politics and returned to the safety of the medical profession, becoming one of the founders of the Academy of Medicine in Paris. Guillotin was also one of the most vocal supporters of Edward Jenner’s theory of vaccination, which has saved millions of lives over the last two centuries.

After Guillotin’s death, of natural causes, in 1814, his family, embarrassed by the infamous death machine, petitioned the French government to change its name. When their appeal was turned down, they changed theirs instead, and have lived in peaceful obscurity ever since.

Anywhere described as Bedlam is guaranteed to be a place of uncontrolled chaos, which is precisely the opposite of what the benevolent people behind the word had in mind. In 1547, Henry VIII gave the City of London the Priory of St Mary of Bethlehem in Bishopsgate, which had been established 300 years earlier, for use as a hospital. Bethlem, as it was known, was designed to house the mentally unstable.

When the asylum was later transferred to Moorfields, it became a popular tourist attraction. Incredibly, the governors charged admission for tickets, allowing the public to witness the bizarre behaviour of the inmates and in many cases even encouraged visitors to goad them on. It’s absurd to think that anyone in their right mind could actually be entertained by a bunch of poor deluded people in a compromised state of dignity. Oh, hang on. That sounds like The X Factor and Big Brother to me.

Over time, ‘Bethlem’ became ‘Bedlam’ and the word associated with scenes of human degradation. In 1800, the asylum moved again to Lambeth and again in 1930 to Aldington in Surrey. Today it is known as the Bethlem Royal Hospital and is located in Beckenham in Kent.

Although some people mistakenly assume the world’s most popular ballpoint pen to be the creation of American cartoonist and comic book publisher Charles Biro (1911–72), the real inventor of the famous writing implement was in fact Hungarian journalist László József Bíró (1899–1985). He noticed how quickly newspaper ink dried during the printing process and decided to experiment with it in his fountain pen. The ink proved too sticky to flow properly but it had given him the idea for a practical, quick-drying pen, which he and his chemist brother Georg eventually patented in 1938. After the Second World War, an expert in writing implements named Marcel Bich bought Bíró’s patent for the ballpoint pen, adding the Bic Biro to his growing portfolio of disposable products, which also includes the Bic Lighter and Bic Razor.

To stage a boycott is to withdraw from a commercial or social commitment in protest or as a punishment, and is yet another interesting word that has entered the language from Ireland (see BANSHEE for references to many more).

In the 1870s, Captain Charles Cunningham Boycott, an Englishman, was working as a land agent for the powerful landowner Lord Erne at Loughmask in County Mayo. In September 1880, a campaign organised by the Irish Land League called for a reform of the system of landholding; protesting tenants demanded that Captain Boycott initiate a substantial discount in their rent payments. It was a sensitive time, given that 30 per cent of the country’s men had already left for either England, where they worked as NAVVIES, or for the New World, from which they rarely returned. Labour resources were therefore very thin on the ground. Even so, Boycott refused to submit to the demands of the Irish Land League, even ordering anyone with rent arrears to be evicted. Charles Parnell, the president of the Land League, made a speech calling for everybody in the local community – not just Boycott’s tenants – to refuse to have anything to do with the unpopular agent, in support of their own cause.

The result was that labourers refused to work for him, shop- and innkeepers declined to serve either him or his family, and even the postal staff stopped delivering his letters. Boycott had to go to the expense of having his own food brought in, under guard, from great distances away; fifty labourers were brought all the way from Ulster to save the harvest on his lands, the workers protected by an armed guard of 900 men. The whole affair had been an expensive mistake for Boycott, but an incredible success for the tenants. It roused so much passion and attention, even over in London, that the Land League called upon all Irishmen and women to oppose similar landlords or their agents as they had opposed Boycott. Within weeks, ‘boycott’, in the sense of ‘refusal to cooperate’, had been adopted by newspapers around Europe, and subsequently the world. By the time the captain died in 1897, having fled back to England at the end of 1880, his name had become an accepted part of the English language.

Doolally describes a person who has ‘lost his marbles’ or ‘gone round the bend’. It is an anglicised version of Deolali, the name of a hill station 100 miles northeast of Bombay, where there was a British army base during the nineteenth century. Deolali served mainly as a transition camp at which soldiers would be stationed before travelling back to Britain at the end of their tours of duty, but it also housed an asylum where battle-weary and unstable troops could be treated before making the long journey home. Since the transport ships sailed only between November and March, so as to avoid dangerous bad weather, some soldiers had to wait for many months at Deolali. Heat exhaustion coupled with complete boredom often led to strange, eccentric behaviour, which the troops NICKNAMED ‘Deolali tap’, tap being the Urdu word for ‘fever’. Back in England, anybody who had ‘gone through Deolali’ was assumed to have lost his mind.

This unassuming Indian town also inspired another slang term for much the same thing. In 1919, the Surgeon General of the US army was quoted denying that ‘there is any foundation for the stories being circulated of the existence of basket cases in our hospitals’. He was talking about the existence (or otherwise) of returning soldiers who were suffering from shell shock or other mental illness. At that time, basket weaving was a common activity in both American and British military hospitals, having been introduced at Deolali in an attempt to find simple but time-consuming activities to help the men while away the long wait.

On a lighter note, the Royal Artillery Depot at Deolali was the setting for the first four series of the popular 1970s British sitcom It Ain’t Half Hot Mum.

‘Kilroy was here.’ Much has been speculated and written about the mythical Kilroy and why he seemed to be everywhere, including my school pencil case, during the second half of the twentieth century.

The idea behind the Kilroy phenomenon was that he could turn up anywhere in the world – but only in the most unusual and unlikely places. I wouldn’t be surprised to find his name etched into the dust on the moon. The phrase ‘Kilroy was here’ originated in America, where it was regarded as something of a national craze and was often accompanied by a cartoon of a little man with a big nose peeking over a wall. It was so popular by the time of the Second World War that Russian psychopath Joseph Stalin, returning from the VIP bathroom during the Potsdam Conference in 1945, had to ask his aides who this Kilroy was. Captured German intelligence later revealed that the name was spotted so frequently on American military equipment that the other great psychopath of the era, Adolf Hitler, believed it to be a codeword and became paranoid in his attempts to find out what it meant.

The real Kilroy was revealed in 1946 by the New York Times to have been James J. Kilroy, a shipyard inspector who was based at the Fore River Shipyard in Quincy, Massachusetts, during the Second World War. He was identified after a national competition was run by the Amalgamated Transit Union in an attempt to unravel the mystery. Kilroy himself then explained how the phrase had arisen. According to him, the wages of riveters were based on the number of rivets fitted during a shift and each man would mark his last rivet so his pay could be calculated by the shipyard inspector. If the next shift started before the inspector had made his calculations, however, the men had been known to move the chalk markings back many dozens of rivets in order to make their output appear far greater than it really was. Kilroy put a stop to this by drawing a line beneath the final rivet of a particular shift and writing ‘Kilroy was here’, so that the next worker would know the area had already been inspected.

And that is how ‘Kilroy’ began turning up in the most unusual locations on board a ship: sealed inside the hull, upside down beneath the bridge, down near the waterline, and in numerous other seemingly inaccessible places. Tens of thousands of servicemen encountered the strange Kilroy, sparking the legend that he was actually a protective spirit. In September 1946, a singer called Paul Page released a novelty song called ‘Kilroy Was Here’, which helped the phrase go global by the end of that decade.

Bakelite was one of the first ever man-made materials, and the forefather of just about every piece of plastic you may have around you. It was developed in 1909 by Belgian chemist Leo Baekeland (1863–1944), after whom it was named; early mass-produced radios, telephones and electrical insulators were all Bakelite products. It had become a staple material in all areas of manufacture and industry by the 1920s and was a major influence on the development of modern synthetics.

Aborigines are thought to have arrived in the land we now call Australia up to 125,000 years ago, although the first evidence of human remains only dates back a mere 40,000 years. Either way, the people weren’t called Aborigines then, and the land down under wasn’t known as Australia. It wasn’t until 1606, in fact, that the continent received its current name: Dutch explorers recorded a landmass in the Southern Hemisphere and named it ‘Australis’, which means ‘southern’ in Latin, a reference to the imagined Terra Australis Incognita, ‘unknown land of the south’, that appeared
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